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The different paths forward for the party if they lose their fourth election in five 
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As the 2024 general election campaign has begun, one of the most striking 
developments has been how the Republican Party at large has finally, fully merged 
with Donald Trump, the man. Even after a disastrous 2022, the former president 
still has full reign to choose each and every down ballot candidate the party runs. 
Republican congressional campaign organizations fundraise off of his legal 
struggles, not the politicians and races they supposedly exist to support. When they 
do make money off of this, they’re supposed to give Trump a cut of the earnings, 
mafia-style, for the benefit of using his likeness. It’s laughably cheap. But when 
their party’s national committee and PACs have been drained to the tune of tens of 
millions of dollars to pay for Trump’s legal fees, there’s no other choice but to 


comply. 


His messages are their messages. His fights are their fights. How voters feel about 
him is how they feel about almost the entire party as a whole. There’s no possible 
way for Republicans to escape from him, assuming that they even want to. It’s 
never been more difficult to imagine a party without him, which is why I’ve 


recently become so intrigued by one question: 


What happens to all of this if Donald Trump falls short to Joe Biden for a second 


time? 
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For the purposes of this article, I'm assuming that Trump loses the election to 
Biden by a margin similar to his loss in 2020: not close enough that the race stays 
contested for weeks, but not large enough that American politics becomes 
fundamentally changed. The most that the GOP will be forced to reckon with is the 
simple fact that they have effectively lost every single national election since 
Trump won the presidency in 2016. They'll have lost with a good economy. They’ll 
have lost during a year where every other incumbent on the planet won. They'll 
have lost as an opposition party running against generationally high inflation, and 
they'll just have lost against a historically unpopular 81-year-old. Is Trump’s hold 


on the party strong enough to survive even this? 


The answer is very likely yes, at least as long as this strategy remains the consensus 
path for the future of the party among Republican elites. A defining example of the 
middle ground fallacy, Trumpism-without-Trump is exactly what it sounds like: the 
idea that, while Trump himself is uniquely personally unpopular, his agenda is not, 
so all Republicans need to do to succeed is to dump him and keep on keeping on 


with his “project.” That’s right: the sacrifices needed for victory are no sacrifices 
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whatsoever. All that’s required for a new era of conservative dominance is for 
Republican politicians to take the path of least resistance ideologically and focus 
on advancing their own careers—surely something they never would have even 


considered without being forced to. 


If this sounds far, far too good for Republicans to be true, well, it almost certainly 
is. As compelling as the idea may have sounded following Trump’s narrow loss in 
2020, it has more than lost its luster since then as countless Republicans have tried, 
and failed, to put it into practice. Back in 2022, it was almost something of a rule 
that the more Republican candidates tried to lean into this theory, the worse they 
did. Their attempts to run ona platform of Trump’s own personal grievances and 
far-right culture warring while simultaneously play-acting as serious thinkers and 
statesmen turned off countless voters, including more than a few who voted for 
Trump in 2020. Even their one semi-compelling case study (Ron DeSantis in 
Florida) would turn out to be their most embarrassing flop when faced with the 


slightest bit of national scrutiny. 


Would a second Trump loss be enough to finally teach this section of the party that 
their problems aren’t just confined to him—that they can’t have their cake and eat 
it, too? Very likely not. At this point, the idea that Trump himself is the only thing 
holding the right back isn’t just a bad bit of strategic analysis. The best way to 
understand it is as a coping mechanism from a new political class who legitimately 
believes in Trump’s shtick and want to find some way to balance it with winning. 
Eight years after Trump’s rise, we've passed the point where the GOP is composed 
almost entirely of politicians elected before him pretending to tolerate him for the 
good of their careers. There are a lot of true believers out there now, from those 
who were with him from day one and have come to power over the course of his 
term to career politicians who have Stockholm Syndrome’d themselves into loving 


a man who couldn’t care less about them. 


To put it another way, if Republicans winning the presidency with Trump in 2016 
was the dog catching the car, their history since then can be best described as the 


dog driving the car. They don’t really know what’s going on, and it’s going to take a 
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lot of effort to get them out of the driver's seat, assuming such a thing is even 


possible. And no, Kristi Noem is not going to stop the dog either. 


So, who are the potential leaders of the GOP in a world where they kinda-sorta- 
but-not-really move on from the 45th President? Had he not run, Ron DeSantis 
would have undoubtedly been the runaway favorite to take up the mantle of 
leadership. Given the party’s continuous losses in essentially every semi- 
competitive state in the country, his status as one of very few hardline rightists in 
the country with a legitimately impressive electoral record would have catapulted 
him to the front of the post-Trump pack, much like it briefly did in the aftermath of 
the 2022 midterms. 


Unfortunately for him, his decision to position himself as an opponent to Trump, 
coupled with the fact that he himself became one of the least popular politicians in 
the country over the course of his campaign, has greatly diminished his promise as 
both an electable politician and as a continuation of Trump. While he still stands as 
a possible contender even after his disastrous run off of the weakness of his 
competition (think Josh Hawley, J.D. Vance, or any of the party’s other 
pseudointellectual hacks) and a potential I-told-you-so argument, his position does 
not look durable. With an entire midterms cycle to be run before the start of the 
2028 primary season, it would be shocking to see his wing of the GOP not find a 


new shiny object to begin fantasizing about. 


That is, assuming that Trump goes anywhere at all. That is hardly a guarantee— 


which leads us to our next possibility. 


Scenario #2: Direct Trump Rule From Prison 
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Back during the 2020 election, one of the most common things I heard from people 
planning to vote for Biden was how excited they were to never have to hear from 
Trump again. While I absolutely understood where they were coming from, I 
couldn’t help but feel a little bad for them, because I was certain that Trump would 
not be going anywhere no matter how the election went. As far as I understood it, 
Trump winning in 2016 meant that he was going to keep on running for re-election 
until he got a second term or he died—whichever came first. The tradition of failed 
presidential candidates stepping back from the national scene following a loss was 
only a norm, not some kind of rule or law, and a relatively recent one at that. It felt 
like the exact kind of thing for Trump to immediately discard for his own purposes, 


and he did, setting up 2024 as a rematch years before the primaries even began. 


What’s to stop Trump from simply doing the same thing after a loss in 2024 and 
moving forward with a fourth straight campaign in 2028? Unlike in 2020, there 
actually does seem to bea solid answer here: the four criminal cases against him. 
While it’s easy to be skeptical of any supposed dangers to Trump after how many 
times the media has cried wolf, things are actually, truly different this time. For all 
of the successes his legal team has had in getting most of the trials delayed until 
after election day, none of it will mean anything if he doesn’t end up in the White 
House, and free from criminal prosecution, by January 2025. Failing that, he’s still 


in just as much danger as he appeared to be when the indictments were unsealed 
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last year. The cases will proceed, and given that he, you know, committed all of the 
crimes he’s been accused of, the end result is almost certainly going to a guilty 


verdict—and prison time. 


This should be the end of things. This is where the book should close. He may have 
survived an impeachment, a loss, the aftermath of a riot on the capitol, another 
impeachment, a historically poor midterm result, and 91 criminal charges, but he 
shouldn’t be able to survive this. He won’t be able to campaign. He won’t be able to 
meet with people. He will literally be a criminal who lives inside of a jail. 
Logistically, it would be impossible for him to run a party, or anything else, even in 


the case of some kind of cushy house arrest deal. 
But that doesn’t mean he can’t run again. 


For as overwhelming as the totality of the circumstances of a guilty verdict would 
be, Trump has never worked in totalities. He works in technicalities, and the 
technicalities say that nothing could legally stop him from running for president in 
prison. The Constitution is very clear: the only things that prevent you from being 
elected to the office are being under the age of 35, not being born in the U-S., and 
not having been a resident of the country for 14 years. Nothing is said about 
criminal behavior anywhere, meaning that Trump would be entirely free to run for 
a fourth consecutive time if he so pleases. Not only is this a legal certainty, but it 
has happened before. Five-time Socialist presidential candidate and fellow victim 
of the woke mob Eugene V. Debs ran a full national campaign from prison in 1920, 
receiving nearly a million votes across 42 states in the process. A convict Trump 
would have full reign to follow the same path, from the Republican primary to the 


general election. 


What would become of the party if this were to occur? For one thing, it would 
entirely take the wind out of the sails of any potential Trumpism-Without-Trump 
campaigns. As DeSantis 2024 demonstrated, it’s impossible to run as a Trump 
imitator without taking up all of his personal causes, instantly begging the 


question as to why the man himself should be abandoned if he’s correct and 
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vindicated and unjustly attacked. Just the indictments alone were enough to bring 
this contradiction into full view and destroy DeSantis’ campaign. With Trump in 
prison, the issue of his supposed unjust prosecution will be as central as it could 
possibly be, making it utterly impossible for any of his would-be imitators to argue 


as to why he should be abandoned in his hour of greatest need. 


While there may be a possibility that a second loss to Biden could jolt hardline 
Trumpist voters into reconsidering his electoral appeal more deeply than they did 
after the 2022 midterms, memories of the election will fade with time. Even if they 
don’t, Trump can still just call it stolen again, which simultaneously puts his 
doubters back at square one and makes him appear even more personally essential 
to whatever their cause may be. There’s no off switch here. To go along with Trump 
means to go along with Trump. His cause ends when he does, not when his more 
ambitious bootlickers decide that it’s “their turn.” 

Still, for as strong as Trump’s grip on the party has proven to be so far, rule from 
prison would be far beyond anything he’s accomplished over the past eight years. 
Even if his continued presence on the ballot will by definition rob his imitators of a 
raison d'étre, the fact that he would be, you know, a two-time loser living in a jail 
cell should provide an opportunity to those more explicitly opposed to him. So, if 
Trump overplays his hand in such a manner (and avoids dropping dead before the 


2028 election), who could stand to benefit from it? 


Scenario #3: The Return of the Neocons 
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One of the greatest lies being told in American politics today is that the 


Republican base has become anti-war under Trump. This is not true. His voters 
care just as much about his supposed “opposition” to the “forever wars” as they do 
about his feuds with the staff writers of Vanity Fair. It’s a peculiarity they’re willing 
to go along with as part of being loyal to him, but without his guidance, they revert 
to the usual hawkish tendencies we've known for generations. If you want proof, 
just look at the opinion polling that was conducted immediately following the 
invasion of Ukraine. At the start of the conflict, Republicans were more likely than 
both Democrats and Independents to say that the U.S. wasn’t providing enough 
support to the country. It was only after they received guidance from their leaders 
that Ukraine is woke and/or gay that they changed their minds, as can be seen in 


the chart below. 


Since Russia’s invasion, Republicans have grown 
increasingly skeptical of U.S. aid level to Ukraine 


% who say that when it comes to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, the U.S. is 


providing support to Ukraine 
Too much About right Not enough 
TOTAL REP/LEAN REP DEM/LEAN DEM 
7 9 5 
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26 
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There’s also the fact that they registered no opposition during the Trump 
administration when he amped up the drone wars to unprecedented highs, or the 
fact that invading Mexico is currently a consensus plank in their party platform, but 
I digress. My point here is that the reason you most commonly hear as to why 
explicitly interventionist, pro-war neocons won’t make a comeback within the 
Republican Party—that the base disagrees with their policies—is complete 
bullshit. Full stop. Republican voters do not care about the specifics of any of this 
absent the idea that holding a certain position makes liberals angry. To the extent 
that they have any opinions, they support violence, because they are uneducated, 
racist, miserable pieces of shit. Given this, what is supposed to stop the neocons 


from reclaiming their throne as leaders of the Grand Old Party? 


If you asked me this at the start of the year, I would have said that nothing was 
standing in their way. During the interlude between Nikki Haley’s rise above 
DeSantis and the Florida governor’s withdrawal from the race, I saw the vision. I 


heard the music. I thought I could tell what their path was. Seeing the opportunity 
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presented by DeSantis’ collapse, they funneled money into Haley’s campaign so she 
could upstage him as Trump’s main rival. From that perch, she would engage in a 
delicate tightrope act: criticizing Trump’s stances on issues like foreign policy 
enough to make herself distinct from him, but taking his side on things like his 
legal issues in a way that made her not appear like an “enemy” to his diehard 
supporters. From there, she would define herself as the last woman standing in the 
primary, using her strong polling numbers to cement the idea of her as an 
electorally potent alternative in the minds of Republican voters. Shortly thereafter, 
she would drop out, Trump would lose, and she would emerge as the ultimate I- 
told-you-so candidate. This, coupled with constant sympathetic coverage from a 
friendly mainstream media, would make her a capital-s Serious contender for the 
nomination in 2028, whether she ran against a Punished Trump or a divided field of 


his toadies. 


This could have happened. It should have happened. Right now, it should bea 
consensus that Nikki Haley is set up for a serious run in the event Trump fails. But 
it’s not, and it’s entirely her fault. Right after finally gaining the coveted status as 
Trump’s principal opponent—the culmination of a year of backbreaking effort and 
no small amount of luck—she immediately pivoted to a hardline anti-Trump 
stance. This decision was predictably disastrous, tanking her standing within the 
party to such a degree that it has even put her once-overwhelming general election 
strength into doubt. Surveys by the end of the campaign had her losing so much of 
the Republican base to RFK Jr. that she was trailing Biden in Texas. Going from 
this to winning over a majority of the party will be quite the effort, to say the least, 


even if she’s facing an imprisoned Trump with two straight losses under his belt. 


For most ideological factions, this issue—a once-heralded prospect going bust— 
wouldn’t be an existential problem. Even if it’s frustrating that the person who you 
invested tens of millions of dollars into tanked her career for no reason, there 
should be no shortage of alternatives to consider boosting for 2028. The problem 
for the hardline hawkish foreign policy establishment is that they really have 
nobody other than Haley. She was one of a kind: the only one of their true believers 


with any real political potential to go through the Trump White House and not 
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come out of the other side completely ruined. And she just lit her career on fire 


because he made her mad. 


The only hope Haley and her backers have right now is that a second Trump loss, 
paired with a conviction, could ruin his image to such an extent that her sudden 
opposition to him becomes an asset instead of a liability. As this would be an 
unprecedented break from everything we know about the behavior of the GOP 


base, it would be most accurate to say that she has no hope at all. 


Scenario #4: Trumpism With A Human Face 


To recap: Nikki Haley and her band of pre-Trump conservatives have put 
themselves out of the running even under the most favorable circumstances. 
Practitioners of Trumpism-without-Trump may be both numerous and ambitious, 


but the very nature of their ideology renders them incapable of effectively running 
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against Trump himself. In light of this, is there anyone else who could possibly 
challenge a weakened Inmate Trump in 2028? Had a few thousand votes in the 
Atlanta suburbs gone the other way in 2020, the answer here could have very well 
been no. However, fate has seen to it that there may be one man capable of walking 
this tightrope. He and he alone is right-wing enough to look credible to the base 
while also being distinct enough from Trump to actually run a real campaign 


against him. 
Enter Governor Brian Kemp of Georgia. 


If Brian Kemp had his way, he would not be here. A state-level politician through 
and through, Kemp has spent his entire 22-year political career in Atlanta, whether 
that be as a state senator, the secretary of state, or as governor. Over the course of 
this improbable ascension, he never aimed to make any waves—all of his 
campaigns and actions while in office followed the party consensus to a T. It was 
only after he the law compelled him to certify Joe Biden’s win in his home state 
that he was forced to break from Trump against his will. This entirely unintended 
act of moderation, which he has desperately sought to make up for ever since, has 
proved to be the best development of his entire career, making him one of only a 
small handful of Republicans in the entire country to combine both hard-right 


policies with a truly broad appeal. 


Independents, and some Democrats, ignore his extreme agenda because they 
appreciate that he “stood up to Trump.” Republicans ignore that he “stood up to 
Trump” because they appreciate his extreme agenda. The end result has been a 
Brian Kemp that is simultaneously capable of demolishing credible Trump-backed 
primary challengers by 50+ points while simultaneously holding a +20 statewide 
approval rating. Is this luck? Is it skill? Who’s to say? I personally lean towards the 
former because I am completely convinced that he wouldn’t even be Georgia’s 
governor at all if he faced a half-decent opponent in 2018, but, at the end of the day, 
it doesn’t really matter. He’s in the position he’s in regardless, and it’s a very plum 


position indeed. 
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“Wait, you may say. “While Kemp’s explicit rejection of Stop the Steal may make 
him meaningfully distinct from Trump in a way other possible contenders aren't, 
who’s to say the Republican base will tolerate any criticisms of Trump whatsoever? 
They branded DeSantis a traitor just for bringing up the fact that Trump loses 
elections. Is Kemp winning a state-level primary in Georgia as an incumbent really 
proof that he’s found some kind of magic message?” These are both fair questions, 
and, indeed, it could very well turn out that Kemp’s win over David Perdue was a 
parochial, state-specific aberration that tells us nothing about how he might be 
received nationally. Even with everything I’ve said about how he’s managed to have 
his cake and eat it, too, it’s entirely possible that Trump could turn him into 
another Nikki Haley overnight by sneaking out a message on toilet paper calling 


him a woke Democrat agent. 


Still, Kemp may have an ace up his sleeve: an asset that Haley, DeSantis, or any of 
Trump’s other possible challengers do not have and can never get. This is the fact 
that he very clearly does not want to be here AT ALL. Brian Kemp never wanted to 
be Donald Trump’s public enemy #1. He never wanted to be a Youngkin-esque 
figure with a cross-partisan appeal. All he has ever desired is to be what he was 
before those fateful weeks in November 2020: an unimaginative, soulless, by-the- 
books partisan hack. A follower, not a leader. It was only by the cruel hand of fate 
that he ever became anything else, and he is clearly very unhappy about it. Call me 
crazy, but I think this sincere lack of ambition has shone through to Republican 


voters, and it has won him their trust. 


Look into the eyes of a Nikki Haley or a Ron DeSantis and you will see someone 
who wants nothing more in the world than to be president. This is obvious for 
everyone to see, and it made the base instantly tune out all of the arguments they 
made for why they should be given Trump’s throne. But if you look into the eyes of 
Brian Kemp, you will see someone who truly couldn't care less. It brings a level of 
sincerity to the table that Trump has never before had to face, and it might be 


enough to topple him once and for all if he’s actually running from a jail cell. 


Scenario #5: Trump Family Feudal System 
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If you’re a Republican operative who is, for some reason, reading this article, that 


last section may have given you a feeling of relief you haven't felt in quite a long 
time. At long, long last, could there truly be a foolproof way to escape Trump’s 
grip? There had to be a way for this absurdity to end somewhere, right? Things can 
go back to normal. Right? 


Right? 
WRONG! 


The possibility of Brain Kemp successfully contending against an Inmate Trump 
depends on a great number of factors: whether he actually stays a successful 
governor through the end of his term, whether his primary victory in 2022 actually 
represents a possible appeal to the party base, and whether he runs in the first 
place. The problem for Republicans tired of Trump is that even if all of these things 
fall their way—which they probably won’t—the biggest factor is entirely out of 
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their control: whether he actually gets to run against an imprisoned Trump at all. If 
things start looking sketchy at literally any moment, Trump can instantly throw in 
the towel and get someone else who is not in jail to run in his stead. Just like that, 
Kemp’s chances will plummet. He will capital-n Need to face an imprisoned 
opponent to have a chance of winning over a majority of the party. If placed against 
a Trump-aligned candidate whose campaign isn’t defined by them being in jail, he 


will lose, because the Republican Party is a Trumpist Party. 


Who could this successor be? You could point to a large number of very loyal 
elected sycophants to get the nod, but the most likely scenario is him simply 


treating his political career like his real estate career and handing the reins over to 
his dipshit children. 


That’s right, Republicans! There’s no escape from this hell! You had your chance to 
end it three years ago, and you didn’t! Have fun with Don Jr. 2028, but don’t keep 
your heads down. Maybe you'll have better luck in the 2030s! 
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